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Shakespeare in the theatre is likely to be of the very
first importance, but in this, surely, he is mistaken.
Her snub to Gratiano consists only of:
Speak not so grossly,
which need not be interpreted as a reproach, and
indeed in the context it seems far more likely to be a
continuation of the joke. The snub to Nerissa, who
has asked:
Why, shall we turn to men?
is:
Fie, what a question *s that
If thou wert near a lewd interpreter!
which is hardly a snub at all, for any indelicacy in
Nerissa's speech is underlined by Portia's reply, which
is surely meant to be humorous. Portia's part in the
last scene of the play makes it perfectly clear that she
has no objection to broad humour, and indeed relishes
it; she would present a very unsympathetic pi&ure on
the Stage if she were played as a woman who forbade
licence of speech in others, while using it herself. It
is unnecessary to whitewash Portia, for her real purity
is so apparent that her occasional indelicacies seem only
the natural result of a brilliant and inclusive wit.
Similarly, it is wasted effort to seek far-fetched
explanations of the occasional indelicacy of Rosalind
and Celia or to overburden with excuses Lucetta's joke
about the codpiece, which in performance takes less
than ten seconds, and is worth no longer consideration.
The simplest and probably the truest way of accounting
for the presence of these passages which are not to the